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            Dedication

            This story is for every soul who understands that playing a strong game means honoring your own self with dignity. It is also for those who champion the profound truth that our individual worth is inextricably linked to the dignity we extend to all.
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        Lena loved soccer. She loved to play with the big, round ball. The grass was green. So green. The sun was warm. So warm on her face. Lena could run fast. Very, very fast. Her legs were strong. So strong. They pushed her over the field. They helped her kick the ball far. So far.


But Lena felt a little shy. Her legs were strong. Yes. But they looked big. Other girls on her team had small legs. Thin legs. Lena looked at her own legs. Her legs looked big. She did not like that. She wanted small legs. Like the other girls.


Lena wore long shorts. Her shorts went past her knees. They hid her strong legs. She did not want people to look. She did not want people to see her big legs. She felt a little sad about her legs. She loved soccer. But she felt shy about her body.


On game days, Lena played. She ran. She kicked. But she held back. She did not run her very fastest. She did not kick her very hardest. She could kick the ball into the net. She could make a goal. But she did not always try.


She thought, "If I kick too hard, they will see my strong legs. They will see my big legs. I do not want them to see." So Lena would pass the ball. She would run fast, but not too fast. She played well. But she did not play her best. Not her very best. She held a little bit of her strength inside. It made her feel a little bit sad. She wished she did not feel shy.


One sunny day, a new boy came to practice. His name was Rory. Rory had a round face. He had a round tummy. He looked new. He looked shy. Rory stood by himself. He looked at his shoes. His shoes were red. He did not talk much. He held his hands tight.


The coach said, "This is Rory. Say hello, team."


The team said, "Hello, Rory!"


Rory waved a small hand. He did not look up. He looked at the green grass. He kicked the ball softly. Very softly. He did not run fast. He did not look at the other kids. He looked shy. Very shy.


Lena saw Rory. She remembered her first day. She remembered feeling new. She remembered feeling shy. Lena knew that feeling. It was a quiet feeling. A lonely feeling. Lena felt a little soft spot for Rory. She watched him play. He tried his best. He ran a little. He kicked a little. He did not give up. Even when he felt shy, he kept playing. This showed his own quiet strength.


After practice, the kids walked to get water. The sun was still warm. The water was cool. Some kids stood near Rory. Not all kids were kind.


One boy said, "Look at Rory."


He made a face. Another girl said, "He is round."


She giggled. Not a nice giggle. A mean giggle.


Rory heard them. His head went down. Way down. His shoulders slumped. His shoulders went down low. He looked at his feet. He picked at the green grass. He did not drink his water. He looked very, very sad. His eyes looked wet. He did not say a word. But his face showed his hurt. He wanted to play. He wanted to be part of the team. But their words made him small.


Lena saw this. She saw Rory's sad face. Her heart felt a squeeze. A big, tight squeeze. It felt like her heart was sad too. She remembered her own shy feelings. Her own big legs. She remembered how she felt when she thought people looked at her legs. She felt sad for Rory. She felt angry at the mean kids. But she did not say words. Not yet. She just stood there. Her heart felt heavy.


That night, Lena thought of Rory. She thought of his sad face. She thought of the mean kids. She walked home. The sun was going down. The sky was orange and pink. But her heart felt a little cold. She thought of Rory. His head down low. She thought of her own legs. Her own shy feelings.


Lena knew that sad feeling. It was a lonely feeling. It was a feeling that made you want to hide. She did not like that feeling. No one should feel that way. She thought, "My legs are strong. But I felt shy. Rory is round. He feels shy. It is the same sad feeling. It is a feeling that hurts inside." She did not want Rory to hurt. She wanted him to feel good. She knew he had tried to play his best even when he felt bad. That was brave.


The next day was practice. The air was fresh. The grass was wet with dew. Lena saw Rory. He was by himself again. He stood at the edge of the field. He looked at his shoes. He did not look at the other kids. He still looked shy. But he was there. He came to practice. He did not give up. He wanted to play soccer. That was brave.


Lena took a deep breath. Her heart beat a little fast. Thump-thump, thump-thump. She walked to Rory. She stood next to him. She did not look at the ground. She looked at Rory's face.


"Hi, Rory," Lena said. Her voice was soft.


Rory looked up a little. His eyes were big. "Hi, Lena," he said. His voice was very soft.


"Do you like soccer?" Lena asked.


Rory nodded his head. "Yes. I do. But..."


He stopped his words. He looked down again.


Lena knew what he meant. "I know," she said. "It is hard. Some kids say mean things."


Rory nodded again. He did not look up. He moved his foot on the grass.


Lena took another deep breath. "My legs are big," she
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